
OLIVE OIL PRODUCTION 

 

The olive grove is one of the most important crops in our country. Olive trees occupy an area of 

around 2.65 million hectares, while Interprofesional del Aceite de Oliva Español is made up of 

some 400,000 olive growers, 1,755 oil mills, 1,500 bottling plants and 22 refineries. The olive 

grove is therefore absolutely strategic for the Spanish economy as a whole and for many regions, 

especially Jaén and Córdoba. 

 

 

 

HISTORY OF OLIVE HARVESTING 

 

The olive tree and its  oil and wood have been very important for many civilizations throughout  

history. 

 

In Spain Acebuche (wild olive tree) were found in the Neolithic and Bronze Ages. 

 

In Egypt,  2000 B.C., olive oil was used for cosmetic purposes.  At the time of Greek colonial 

expansion,  7th century BC, the Greeks brought oil production to Italy. 

The Phoenicians, the great commercial civilization in the  Mediterranean Area at that time, brought 

olive groves to the southern coasts of the Iberian Peninsula, present-day Andalusia, around the 11th 

century BC, including the  area where Castro is located, this area   became one of the most 

important olive oil producers in the Roman Empire. 

 

 

 

In Andalusia, olive oil has  replaced  almost completely animal fats  and other  types of oil in food 

and other uses. 

 

The olive harvest usually begins in mid-autumn, when the fruit is fully ripe and lasts until the end of 

winter. 

 

Today we want to talk about how harvesting was done in the past and how new technologies have 

been implemented. 

 

 

 

 

OLIVES HARVESTING IN THE PAST 

 

Obviously in the past the whole process was done by hand and with the help of animals, mainly 

donkeys to transport the olives. 

 

Several techniques were used, one of them was "milking", the olives were picked directly from the 

tree. 

 

The women  were in charge of collecting the olives that fell to the ground. 

 

The men’s  job was "the beating", a long stick was used to beat the olive branches  until the fruit fell 

on canvas blankets. 

 

The olives were transported by animals to the oil mill. 



 

 

 

OlIVES HARVESTING  TODAY 

 

Nowadays, the methods used to harvest olives have changed a lot. 

 

In these times agricultural machinery is used that speed up the work although some old techniques 

are maintained.  Nowadays tractors and lorries are used for transport instead of animals. 

 

 

1. RECOLLECTION OF OLIVES 

 

There are two methods of collection: 

-Vibration, mechanically shaking the trunk or branches of the tree to make the fruit fall off. 

-”Vareo”, hitting the branches of the olive tree with a stick.  A canvas is placed on the ground so that 

the olives are not damaged. 

 

Mechanical devices are used so that less workers are necessary: 

The "blower"  serves to blow the olives lying on the earth. 

 

"The sweeper", which is a small vehicle that absorbs and separates the olive from the stones and 

branches. 

 

A mechanical stick, which is based on the traditional vareo, hits the olives and throws them to the 

ground. 

 

"The vibrator", which is a mechanical arm that embraces to the branches of the olive trees and 

makes them vibrate. Nowadays, another vibrator is mostly used, which is attached to the tractor and 

makes the whole trunk vibrate. They are called “umbrellas”, beacause of their form 

 

As a consequence less people than in the past can find a job collecting olives, especially women 

have almost dissapeared 

 

 

 

 

2. TRANSPORT 

The olives are transported to the olive oil mills immediately after the harvest.   At this point they are 

already classified according to their quality. 

 

3. CLEANING 

The olives are cleaned with air pressure and water to remove leaves, branches, soil and stones. 

 

4. THE MILLING PROCESS 

It consists of crushing and breaking the whole olive (including the stone) to obtain clean oil. 

 

According to its quality olive oil is classified in three categories: 

-Olive oil:  which is the result of mixing virgin and refined oil 

-Extra oil: the second highest quality 

-Extra virgin oil: the highest quality, lately most of this production is ecological 

 



 

 

5.BATTERING  THE DOUGH 

Once the olives have been crushed, a dough or paste is obtained, which is beaten to  obtain the oil. 

Thus, the oil is separated from the water contained in the olives. 

 

 

 

6.STORAGE AND CONSERVATION 

The conservation of the oil in good conditions is fundamental to keep the high quality of this 

product. Olive Oil can keep its quality for several years. 

 

The Olive Oil Mills in Castro del Río are: 

“Alcubilla”  (we are going to visit them on Wednesday) 

“Cooperativa San Isidro” 

“Cooperativa Agrícola Nuestra Señora de la Salud “ 

 

 

FUTURE 

 

Problems: 

At the moment olive oil producers are facing an important crises as prices are very low due to 

speculation because the market for this high quality product is becomming bigger and bigger. 

 

Competitors,  oive oil producers out of the European Union, Northern Africa and China and 

producers of other, usually cheaper, types of oil. 

 

Future Perspectives: 

The future of olive oil production is without doubt ecological because the demand for this product is 

very high. 

Olive wood furniture, very typical and important for Castro del Río, but so far this very high quality 

furniture is only sold in a very small area. 

 

From the agricultural point of view, future has already started with the implementation of so-called 

intensive olive oil production, that means smaller trees, planted very close one to the other and 

completely mechanised recollection (you may see some of them from the bus on your way to 

Córdoba or Granada)  The consequence will be a very important decrease of employment in this 

sector. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


